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ARBRSTRACT

Attribution theory provides a way of interpreting
achievement motivation which ties together the achievement motive and
the sense of control variable (Coleman, et al.). In addition to this
conceptual clarity, attribution theory has an advantaged in potential
programs for implementing change. The research described here was
directed toward an attribution theory analysis of academic
achievement of Negroes. The purpose of the research was to
systematically observe and evaluate causal factors in determining
academic performance among subjects varying in social class and race. .
In the first study, attributions to the four factors of ability,
effort, task difficulty, and luck were examined in order to determine
their effects on feelings of pride-shame and subsequent action. The
second study focused on the basic premise of the present research,
i.e., there are racial and/or social class differences in how success
and failure are interpreted. One hundred and twenty Grade Five
children were selected as subjects from three schools in a school
district with a population which was heterogeneous in both social
class and racial background. In the third study, self-reward was used
‘as a nonverbal indicant of the extent to which internal attributions
are being made. Ninety-six fourth and fifth graders were tested. They
were divided into six groups of 16 subjects each on the basis of sex,
race, and socioeconomic status. (Author/JM) : '




U.S DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH.
EDUCATION & WELFARE
OFFICE OF EDUCATION

THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRO
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIG
INATING !~ POINTS OF VIEW OR OPIN
IONS STATED DD NOT NECESSARILY
REPRESENT OFFICIAL OFFICE OF EDU
CATION POSITION OR POLICY

Abstract

The Coleman et al. report (1566) found that black children
believed that they have little control over their environment and
that this variable was strongly related to academic achievement.
The present research was aimed at further studying the sense of
control variable using the concepts of attribution theory.

The major studies in the present report examined racial and
social class differences 1in how success and failure outcomes -are
interpreted. Based on the findings of Coleman et al. it was ex-
pected that black children would be more 1ikely to attribute
success experiences to the external attributional factors of luck
and task ease. In both studies elementary school children of
varying raC1a] and social backgrourds serformed an achievement
task. In the first study they were then asked to interpret how
much of their performance was dues to each of the attributional
factors. In the second study, they were allowed to reward them-
selves; more self-reward is an indicant of more internal attributions.
Racial or social class differences were not found in either study.
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INTRODUCTIOH

The inequality between Nearoes and whites in academic achievement
looms as a major problem confronting current American society. The
pervasive influsnce of education in American society further macnifies
the problem since differences in educationai levels can be expected to
manifest themselves in differences in employmant, income, job status,
and housing. Thus, low academic performance and attained level of
education exert a profound influence both on the individual and
throughout the society. The crucial problem, then, is to identify the
parameters of the problem. What factors are related to the difference
in academic achievement between Negroes and whites?

The Coleman survey (Coleman, Campbell, Hobson, McPartland, Mood,
Weinfeld and York, 1966) has documented the well known differences in
academic- achievement between Negroes and whites. In all grade levels
and in all geographic regions, Negroes were found to be about one
standard deviation below the white average. In addition, the Coleman
survey identified a potentially important personality corralate of low
Negro achievement. If further rasearch corroborates and extends these
findin?s, the door may be opened to intervention programs based on this
variable.

Coleman et al. (1966) measured three types of attitude relevant to
achievement motivation:

1. interest in school work
2. Self-concept of ability
3. sense of control over rawards

No Negro-white differences were present on the two first classes of
attitudes measured. Sense of control was indexed by the following three
questions:

1. Agree or disagree: Good luck is more important than hard

_ work for success.

2. Agree or Disagree: Everytime 1 try to get ahead, something
or somebody stops e,

3. People like me don't have much of a chance to be successful
in life.

Negroes were found to have a low sense of control, especially on the “good
Tuck" question. Further, z.ong Hegroes the sense of control variable was
strongly related to scores un & reading test. Hegro children who exhibited




a sense of control scored higher than those who did not. Tne

magaitude of this relationship can be illustrated by comparing the
achievement scores of HNegrces wno gave "contrcl" rcsponses and whites
vho gave "luck" responses. In both Nerthern and Southern samples,
Negro ninth graders who believed in personal control surpassed whites
who believed in the greater importance of juck. As a further illustra-
tion of the importance of the control variable it should be noted that
not only was sense of control more strongly related to achievement than
any other attitudinal variable, but it also surpassed the host of family
background factors s.udied.

In sum, a personality variable of considerable importance to Negro
achievement has been identified. However, the causal linkage between
sense of efficacy and academic achievement cannot be ascertained from
Coleman's correlational analysis. As Pettigrew (1969) has noted:

What precisely is the procgzss underlying the high
association between tne Wegro cnild's sense of
envivenmzntal contrsl and his achievement gcores?
And how might this sense of ccuirol of the 2nviron-
ment be learved v ccncci?...fustematic fuvaing,

> -3 P " v c3t e~ S o - - 3 - p e
pothn public and private, 48 mreded to erncourag?
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and mole pozsible a systemaiic attack on these
. 8 .
vital quasticus,

(pp. 65-66)

Our knowledge concerning how the sense of control variable operates
may be increasad by analyzing it in terms of acnievement motivation.
Atkinson (1964) has conceptualized the achievement motive as a resultant
of a conflict between the tendency to approach success and the tendency
to avoid failure, each of which is elicited to some degree in an
achievement situation. The tendency to approach success is a resultant
of a multiplicative relationship among three variables: '

1. motive to approach success (Ms), a relatively stable
personality disposition assessed from achievement
imagery on a projective test and scores on a paper
and pencil anxiety test. Individuals high in Ms
exhibit high achievement imagery and low test anxiety.

2. the subjective probability of success on the task,

-3, the incentive value of success on the task which is
inversely related to the probability of success.

Similarly, the tendency to avoid failure results from:
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1. motive to avoid failure (¥af), assessed in the same way as
Ms but this time indicating Titile achisvement imagery
and nigh test anxiety.

2. the sudbjective propbability of failure on the test.

3. the incentive value of failure.

When Ms > Maf, greater value is given to the approach tendency. Conversely,
when Maf = Ms, avcidance will ensue.

Atkinson’s model of the achievement motive has had considerable
success in predicting differences between high and low need achievers
in the following situations (for a review see Atkinson, 1364):

1. Free-choice. Subjects in whom Ms > Maf approach achievement
related tasks more than do subject in whom Maf > Ms.

2. Forced-choice. Subject in wnhom Ms > Maf choose tasks of
intermediate difficulty more often than do subjects in whom
Maf >Ms. This is because when Ms >Maf resultant achieve-
ment motivation is at a maximum when probability cf success
on a task equals .50. In this condition the multiplicative
relationship between orobability of success and incentive
value of success is at its maximum of .25. Similarly, the
maximum &voidance tendsncy cccurs at probability of success
of .5Q For subjects in vhom Maf > Ms,

3. Magnitude of perrormance. Subjects in whem Ms> Maf work
harder than subjects in whom Maf=> Ms, .

4. Persistence. Subjects in whom Ms =Maf persist longer than
subjects in whomn Maf > Ms.

The relationsinip betwreen sense of control and achievement motivaticn
can now be presented by discussing the attributicn theory of achievement
motivation. . Attribution theory concerns the process by which an individual
interprets events (Kellv, 1967). Applied to the academic situation,
attribution theory is concernad with interpretations of successes and
failures. In an academic situation individuals have four sources of
data which could b2 used for interprctation and for prediction., The
four factors are ability, effort, task difficuity, and luck. Two of
these factors -~ ability and effort -- describe characteristics of the
person; while the remaining two factors -~ task difficulty and iuck -~
are external, environmental factors. The four factors can also be
classified on 2 steble vs,.unstable dimension. Ability and task difficulty
éve reiatively siaole, while ervort and luck are transient. Taking the two
c¢imensions tojether, the folicwing four-fold classification scheme may be
presented.



Stabie Unstabie

Internal Ability Effort
External Task Luck
Difficulty

-

The basic postulate linking attributions to achievement motivation
is that indjviduals in whom Ms > Maf will be more iikely to attribute
success to personal characteristics (ability and effort) than will
individuals in whom Maf > Ms (Yeiner and Kukla, 1970; Weiner, Frieze,
Kukla, Reed, Rest, and Rosenbaum, in press). That is, a correlation is
predicted between achievement motivation and perceptions of success as
self-determined.

The four areas of research bearing on achievement motivation may
now be re-examined employing Weiner's analysis. The predictions of
attribution theory are congruent with the extensive data already collected
in these areas. The advantace of the attributional analysis lies in the
insights it provides concerning the interpretation of these data and the
possible intervention procecurcs which are suggested.

1. Free-chvice. Individuals high in achievement motivation more
often approach achievement tasks since they experience more
reward from such tasks.

2. Forced-choica. As discussed previously, Atkinsen's prediction
of preference for tasks of interrediate difficulty rests on
the assumption of an inverse relationship between probabiiity
of success and the incentive value of success (for criticisms
of this assumption see Heckhausen, 1969; and Yeiner, 1970).
Attribution theory accounts for this relationship as follows:
With very easy or difficult tasks most people will either succeed
or fail and these outcomes will be attributed to task factors.
The choice of very easy or very difficult tasks, then, provides
the chcoser with primarily task relevant rather than personally
relevant information. Therefore, people who .choose tacks of
intermediate difficuity (high need achievers) are indicating
a preference for situations in which they can make internal
attributions. Conversely, people who choose very easy or very
difficult tasks may be avoiding information about themselves.

3. Haanitude of perforvance. People who perceive that outcomes

and erfort ave hignis related (hich need achievers) can be
expected to work hardeir at achievement tasks.




4. Persistence, In situations of failure, people in whom s > Maf
will attribute their poor verformance to lack of effort, while
individuals in whom Maf > Ms will atiribute their failure to lack
of ability. If failure is attributed to a transient factor
such as effort (as is done by a hich reed achiever), future
successes are still within the realm of possibility. Hence,
persistence can be expected. Conversely, if failure is per-
ceived as due to lack of ability (as is done by a Tow need
‘achiever) there is little pessibility of improvement and
persistence wiil be minimal.

Weiner's attributional analysis of the achievement motive has been
supported by several recent investigations (Weiner and Kukla, 1970; ileiner,
et al., in press). The basic postulate of the theory was supported by two
experiments in which subjects made -attributions to the four factors
following either success or failure. The task had been specially constructec
so that it was somewhat ambiguous vith respect to the possible causes of
success or failure. Following success, subjects high in achievement motiva-
tion were more prone to attribute their performance to ability and effort,
while subjects low in achievemert motivation were more likely to attribute
their performance to task ease.-

The theory also asserts that subjects should differentially reward
themselves depending on whether they attribute @ success to internal or
external factors. Specificaily, more self-reward is expected when a subject
believes that the success outcome was produced by his own ability or effor?.

This prediction was supnorted in & study by Cook {1970). %rade schoolers
high in internality for wiccess rewvarded tremselves “3r2 J5r tagir narformance
than did subjects lcw in internaiity for success. 3imiicviv, in a vorrela-

tional study, grade scihool children high in acnievement motivation were .
more likely to assume responsibility for success than were subjects iow in
achievement motivation.

In sum, attribution theory provides a way of interpretine achievement
motivation which ties together the achievement motive and Coleman et al.'s
sense of control variabie. In addition to this conceptual clarity, attribution
theory has an advantage in potential programs for implementing change.
Consider a case of a nisattribution wherein a person incorrectlv attributes
his successful outcomes to an external factor. Demonstrating the co-
variation between effort and cutcomes to such a person can be exvected to
change attributicns se thet viccenses wevid nev be zorrectly perceived as
dug to his cwn erforis.  ~tiribution theory has already been successtuily
applied, along the linos suscested @cove, to problems of insomnia and snake
phobias construed in attributional terms (Storms and Nisbett, 1970; Valins
and Ray, 1967).
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The researcn described here was directed toward an attribution theory
analysis of academic achievement of MNegroes. The purpose of the research
was to systematically observe and evaluate causal factors in determining
academic performance among subjects varying in social ciass and race. In
addition, some of the rescarch contributed in a more general sense to the
attribution theoretic approach to achievement motivation.



METHODS

Study I

The first study was designed to clarify one aspect of attribution
theory before beginning to focus on racial factors. In the Weiner and Kukla
studies, the primary emphasis was on ability and effort while the variables
of task difficulty and luck were negiected. In the present study, attribu-
tions to all four factors were examined in order to determine their effects
on feelings of pride-shame and subsequent action. Acditionally, a measure
of achievement motivation was obtained in order to investigate the possible
effects of this variable in interaction with all four attributional factors.
Finally, several dependent variables were included: pride and shame were
assessed but in addition subjects were asked the likelihood of engaging in
a subsequent, more difficult task and were asked to predict how they would
perform on such a task. Thus, it was possible to determine whether the
attributional factors associated with pride-shame are also associated with
the willingness tc engage in a subsequent task and with the expected
probability of succecs on such as task.

Subjects and Procedure

Nineteen female and 11 male introductory social psychology students
were asked to complete several personality questionnaires including a true-
false measure of need-achievement from the Personality Research Form
(Jackson, 1965) and a shortened true-false version of the test Anxiety
Scale (Sarason and Ganzer, 1962). 1In a second questionnaire subjects were
told that the examiners were interested in how people feel after getting
different grades in courses and were asked to evaluate 80 possible academic
situations involving all possible combinations of the following: (1)
grade (A, B, C, D, or F), (2) ability (high or low), (3) effort (high or
low), (4) test difficulty (easy or hard), and (5) tuck (lucky or unlucky).
Following each of the situations, subjects were asked to rate on a 100-mm
scale (1) how much pride oy shame they would 7eel in the situation, (2)
the 1ikelihood of taking an advanced course in the same discipline, and
(3) what grade they would expect to obtain if they were to take such a
course.

Personality scores of need achievement and test anxiety were trans-
formed into deviation scores (Z scores) and subtracted from one another.
The scores were then split at the median to form two groups of high and low
need achievers. Thus, the desian was @ 2 (high and low need- achievement)

X 5 (grades A, B, C, D, and F) X 2 (ability: high and low) X 2 (effort:
high and Tow) X 2 (test difficulty: easy hard) X 2 (luck:



lucky and unlucky) factorial, with the first factor being between groups,
the last four factors being repeated measuves. Three separate analyses
of variance were performed on each of the dependent variables.

Results

Pride-Shame. Main effects were found for grade (F = 187.82, df=4/112,
p<.01), effort (F = 12.97, df = 1/28, p<.01) and test diff.culty (F = 80.386,
df = 1/28, p<.01). Feelings of pride increased with receiving a better
grade, expending more.effort, and when taking a more difficult test. All
these main effects, however, were limited in generality by interactions.
Grade interacted with abiiity (F = 6.30, df = 4/112, p<.01), effort
(F = 4.96, df = 4/112, p<.01) and luck {F = 4.34, df = 4/112. p<<.01).

In each case the interaction was due to the fact that differences were
obtained only when subjects had received a gracde of A. When a grade of A
had been received subjects reported more pride when they: (1) had hich
ability, (2) had worked hard, and (3) had been lucky. Additionally,
ability interacted with effort (F = 20.71, df = 1/28, p<<.01). When
ability was low subjects reported more pride when they had worked hard than
when they had not.

The need achievement and test anxiety measure was significantly
related to soime of the situational factors. High.relative to low need
acnhievers were less proud of their performance under luck conditions
(F=6.23, df = 1/28, p<.02). Additionally, with the receipt of an A
grade, high as compared to low need achievers felt less pride when their
A grade was associated with Tow ability and low effort. Further, with a
failing grade, high need achievers felt more shame than low need achievers
when the F grade was associated with either (a) luck, low ability and low
effort)or (b) Tow luck, high ability and low effort {F = 3.20, df = 4/112,
p<.02).

Liklihood of Taking an Advanced Course. Main effects were present for
grades (F = 70.55, df = 4/112, p<.01), ability (F = 24.42, df = 1/28,
p<.01), task difficulty (F = 5,70, df = 1/28, p<.03), and luck (F = 7.64,
df = 1/28, p<.02). Subjects indicated that they were more likely to take
an advanced course if on the previous exam they had received a high grade,
had high ability, had not worked hard, and had been lucky. However, as was
the case for the pride-shame variable, these main effects are limited in
generality by interactions. Grade interacted with effort (F = 9.72, df = 4/112,
p<.01), test difficulty (F = 3.22, df = 4/112, p--.02), and luck (F = 2.45,
df = 4/112, p<.05). Again, the interactions were due to the fact that
differences in likelihood of taking an advanced course were only present
when a grade of A had been vreviously reccived. When an A had been received
subjects were more likely to take an advanced course if (1) they had worked
hard on the previous coursec, (2} the previous course was difficult, and
(3) if they had been lucky. ’

-10-
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In addition, test difficulty interacted with effort (F = 5.50, df = 1/28,
p <03) and ability (F = 4.85, df = 1/28, p<.03). If they had previously
not worked hard, subjects were more 1likely to want to take an advanced
‘course if the previous one had been easy. Further, subjects who were high
in ability ware more likely to take an advanced course when the previous
course had been difficult.

Finally, level of achievement motivation interacted with ability
(F=4.29, df = 1/28, p<.05). Ability, or lack of it, is a more importan*
predictor of subsequent intended action for high than for low need achievers.
High need achizvers are less 1ikely than low scorers to take an advanced
course if they have Tow ability and more likely if they have high ability.
Thus, for low need achievers, ability is not a particularly important
factor in determining subsequent action.

Expected Grade in Advanced Course. Receiving a high grade in the previous
course was associated with expecting a high grade on a subsequent course
(F = 449.11, df = 1/28, p<<.01). Subjects who were unlucky also predicted
a higher grade (F = 7.34, df = 1/28, p=<.01). No main effects were obtained
with effort and test difficulty, however, interactions emerged between grade
and effort (F = 4.04, df = 4/112, p<.01), and grade and ability (F = 4.42,
df = 4/112, p«<.01). Effort, high or low, did not affect predicted grade
for those having received a C. However, with increasing grade previous
high effort is associated with increased predicted qrade, and with decreasing
grade low effort is associated with a high predicteé grade. The grade by
ability interaction indicated that particularly at D and F grade levels
subjects of low ability predicted a lower grade than those of high ability.

Discussion

The present study provides further information concerning the relation-
ship between attribution theory and achievement motivation and behavior.
Outcome of a previous course is the greatest predictor of pride-shame,
taking an advanced course, and estimating one's grade. However, different
attributional patterns are associated with the three dependent variables.
Ability is particularly important with ragard to subsequent intended action
and estimation of grade but not with regard to pride and shame. This is
so for people high in need achievement. Since ability is viewed as an
internal and stable characteristic it is understandable that subjects would
use this as a source of data for future:action. The fact that high need
achievers used ability to predict subsequent intended action reflacts a

-1
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more realistic appraisal of their past performance and their use of it
for planning subsequent action.

The results also point out that only at the extreme ends of the grade
continuum do attributional factors, particularly attributions to internal
factors, become important. At moderate grade levels final grade seems
more important. This is consistent with the fact that subjects were '
presented with a normal curve of grades pointing out that only 1
received As or Fs. Since only a minority of subjects received such
grades, success at a difficult task (receiving an A) and failure at an
easy task (receiving an F) implies something about the characteristics
of the person rather than situational or external determinants of
performance. Thus, subjects receiving an A and F were more 11ke1y to
associate ability and effort with pride and shame than those in the middle
of the continuum. This interpretation of these verbal reports from subjects,
that success at difficult and failure at easy tasks is associated more with

internal than external determinants of behavior, represents an

addition to the Weiner and Kukla model. Weiner and Kukla have pos1ted that
with very easy or very difficult tasks most people will either succeed

or fail and these outcomes will be attributed to task factors. However,
the present results indicate that when subjects consider themselves as
having performed ejther better or worse than the majority, these per-
formances will be attributed to internal factors. That is, given the per-
ception of success on a task which the majority of people have not
succeeded, success will 1ikely to attributed to internal characteristics
of high ab111ty or high effort. Conversely, given the perception of
failure on a task on which most have succeeded, failure will likely be
attributed to the personal characteristics of 1ow ability or Tow effort.
The foregoing suggests that subjective probability of success has to be
considered in conJunct1on with objective probability of success based on
norms for the task in order for a person to obtain personal (internal
characteristics) versus task (external characteristics) information.

Study ;l

The study focused on the basic premise of the present research, i.e.
there are racial and/or social class differences in how success and fa11ure
are interpreted.

-2~



Subjects

One hundred and twenty fifth-grade children were selected from three
schqols in a school district with a population which were heterogeneous
in both social class and racial background. Four groups of children
were formed (middle-class whites, middle-class blacks, lower-class whites,

~and lower-class blacks). The mean age for each of the four groups was:
)

middle-class whites, 11.02 (SD = .36); middle~-class blacks, 12.2(SD = .69);
lower-class whites, 11.02 (SD = .58); and lower-class blacks, 11.70

(sb = .66). Children more than 2 years behind in reading level were not
included. Assignment t socjal class was performed using the Hoilingshead
(1957) two-factor index. Children whose fathers were skilled or semiskilled
and had completed high school education were assigned to the middle-class
group and children whose fathers had completed only grade school and were
unskilled workers were assigned to the lower-class group. Half of each

of the four groups was male and half female.

Procedure

Subjects were assigned randomly to each of the three experimental
conditions (success, failure, no feedback) with the restriction that
therer were 5 males and 5 females in each of the 12 cells of the design.
Thus, the design was a 2 (Race) X 2 (Social Class) X 3 (Feedback Condition)
factorial witn 10 subjects per cell.

Subjects were randomly assigned to four experimenters, two blacks
(one male, one female) and two whites (one male, one female), with the
restriction that each experimenter tested an equal number of children.
Expérimenters were blind concerning social class. The experimenters
greeted the children and told them that a reading test was going to be
administered. The children were then given a short paragraph to read and
subsequently were tested for their memory of the content of the paragraph.
The test consisted of eight multiple choice questions. Following the
test, the experimenter scored the child's protocol, consulted a table of .
norms, and gave one of three feedbacks: In the success condition, the children
were fold "You did much bétter than most boys and girls of your grade, much
better." In the failure condition, "You did much worse than most boys
and girls of your grade, much worse." In the no feesdback condition no
information was given.

Next, the children were asked to "explain" the outcome they had
received by attributing their performance to four different factors;
ability, effort, task difficulty, and Tuck. Children were asked to
take poker chips out of boxes placed ‘in front of them and were instructed
as follows:

-13-



First look at this box which has nine colored chips. I
want you to tell me how smart or clever you think you were
in this reading test by taking chirs out of the ccntainer.
If you think you were very clever or very skillful ycu can
take eitner seven, eight, or wine chirs. IF you think you
were clever or skillful you may take four, fivs, or six
chips. If you think you were not clever or skilljul you
can take cne, two, or three chips. Go ahead now and take
the chips out of the boz.

In order to help the subjects take the appropriate number of chips the
scale was presented on an index card. When the subjects had taken chips
reflecting their perceptions of their ability, they were then, using
parallel instructions, presented sequentially threecther boxes representing
effort, task difficulty, or luck, respectively. Order of presentation of
the boxes was randoniized.

Subjects in the failure condition were told, as part of the debriefing,
that the experimenter had made a mistake in Tooking up the scores on the
norm sheet and that in fact the child had done well rather than poorly.
After apologizing for the error the experimenter went on to say that to
rectify the mistake she would Tike the child to take another test. The
child then performed another test and was given feedback indicating that
in fact he had done well and that the results of the first test should be
disregarded.

Results

Differences in objective performance, if they occurred,. rather than
success-failure feedback, could affect subsequent attributions. Therefore,
a 2 (Race) X 2 (Social Class) X 3 (Feedback Conaition) analysis of variance
was performed on the number of correct responses on the reading test. No
significant differences were obtained. Thus, mean differences in performance
cannot account for differential attributions.

Attributicns. The rumber of poker chips taken by each child was
analyzed in a 2 (Race) X 2 (Social Class) X 3 (Feedback condition) X 4
(Attributional factor) analysis of variance with repeated measures on the
final factor. A significant main effect was obtained for attributional
factors (F = 21.54, df = 3/324, p<<.01), as well as for the Attributional
Factors X Feedback Condition interaction (F = 11.93, df = 6/324, p<.01).
The interaction indicated that subjects in the failure relative to success
and no feedback condition attributed lower ability and lower effort to
themselves. Furthermore, subjects in the failure condition perceived them-
selves as having bad luck, whereas subjects in the success condition
perceived themselves as being Tlucky.

-14-



Since the main hypotheses of the present study were concerned with
possible differences in attributions to internal factors (ability and effort)
versus external factors (task difficulty and Tuck), the poker chip data
were reanalyzed combiring the attributional factors along the internal-
external dimension. A main effect of internality-externailty (F = 33.67,
df = 1/108, p=<.001) indicated that subjects were more likely to attribute
their performance to internal factors (ability and effort) than external
factors (task difficulty and Tuck). However, this main effect was 1imited
in generality by a Feedback Condition X Internality-Externality interaction
(F = 17.29, df = 2/108, p<.001). As can be seen in Table 1, among
" success and no feeback groups children attributed their performance more
to internal factors (high ability and high effort) than to external
factors, Conversely, in the failure condition, performance was attributed
more to externai than to internal factors.

Discussion

No racial or social class differences were found in attributions.
Therefore, the data do not support the attributional analysis we have
presented. But, a possible explanation of this lack of results lies in
the assessment technique which was employed. Children may not have
understood the relationship between the importance of the various
attributional factors and the number of poker chips they were to take.
Therefore, it seemed desirable to test the theory again, this time using
a different assessment device.

Study 111
In this investigation a different means of assessing attributions was
employed -~ self-reward. According to the achievement motivation Tjterature,

self-reward should be greater if success is attributed to internal vs.
external factors. This prediction has, in fact, been confirmed in the

Cook (1970) study which was described previously. Self-reward, then,

may provide a nonverbal indicant of the extent to which internal attributions
are being made.

Subjects

Ninety-six fourth and fifth graders were tested. They were divided
into six groups of 16 subjects each on the basis of sex, race, and socijo-
economic status (determined by parental occupation and education). The
groups were:



Table 1

Attribution to internal vs. external factors
as a function of feedback condition

Feedback
Condition

Success
Failure -

No Feedback

Attributional Factor

Internal

10.92
8.72
11.04
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External

7.48
9.32
7.76



white, male, low SES

white, male, moderate SES
white, female, low SES
white, female, moderate SES
black, male, low SES

black, female, low SES

The two other possible groups (moderate SES blacks) could not be formed
due to an absence of sufficient numbers of blacks having moderate social
class.

Procedure and apparatus.

The subjects was first seated in front of the apparatus and his
task was explained to him. The apparatus consisted of a plywood board
on which two light bulbs had been mounted, side by side. Subjects
were told that their task was to try to find out which of the two Tights
would illuminate con any given trial, He indicated his choice by pushing
a button corresponding to one of the two 1lights and holding it down until
the light came on. Trials were divided into blocks which were separated
by the ringing of a beil. Subjects were told to stop after each bell
and reflect on how well they had done (how many times his choice had
been correct). He was told that he could then reward himself by taking
chips out of a container -- the better he did the more chips.

Four blocks of 10 trials each were run. Outcomes were experimenter
~determined and two of the four blocks were designated "easy" and two as
"difficult.” On the easy blocks subjects were correct 80% of the time
and on the difficult blocks 50. Order of blocks was determined randomly.

Results

The number of self-rewards was assessed by a 6 (Groups) X 2 (Difficult -
Easy Trials) analysis of variance. The data are presented in Table 2.
None of the main effacts nor the interaction approached significance (all
ps > .10).
Discussion

As 1in the previous study, the basic hypothesis of the report failed

to be supported by the data. There were no self-reward differences across
racial, social class, or sex grecups.
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white,
white,
white,
white,
black,
black,

Hhin

~

Number of self-rewards

Group

male, low SES

male, moderate SES
female, low SES
female, moderate SES
male, low SES
female, low SES

-18-

Condition
Easy

51.31
58.25
38.00
48.18
48.56
54.87

Difficult

53.75
41.75
51.31
37.94
45.37
36.81



CONCLUSIONS

, The results of the present series of investigations offer 1itfle

smpport for the basic hypotheses under consideration. In Studies I
amd III where attempts were made to assess attributional differencez as
a functiom of race and Social class, no between-groups differences were
faund.

Yet the hypothesis which was based on the extensive data of the
Caleman report should not be abandoned. There are several reasons “ar
thris conclusion. First, there is the obvious caution concerning the
fallacy of concluding the null hypothesis. Vhen no differences are wintained
in an investigation the problem could be equally with the methods emmiloyed
as with the theoratical hypothesis being tested. We feel this is a
particularly important consideration here. Earlier we noted a possizie
methodological problem in the assessment procedure employed in Study i.
Study II, while employing a nonverbal measure, is assessing a behavtar
which is one Step removed from attributions themselves. That is, trhe
hypothesized chain is Internal Attributions ———> more Self-Reward..
If the Tink between these two variables is shaky, self-reward would be
a poor measure of attributions. Finally, our strategy of subject s=lection
may have contributed to our lack of results. Coleman et al. found:zn
association between sense of control and race. Yet, not all blacks =zre
low on this dimension, nor are all whites high. Therefore, simply
using race and social class variables in subject selection may not ze
entirely adequate.

In sum, while the present results are discouraging we hope to continue

this line of work, continuing to improve our measurement procedures: and
our subject selection criteria.
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